LISBON  AND   OPORTO
On the left bank are the offices of the centuries-old port-wine
firms, the great lodges, the galleries in which the full-bodied wines
lie maturing, the rooms where the wine is tasted, where it is clarified
and blended, corked, labelled and bottled, the whole making up
what can only be called the very aristocracy of trade and forming
the essence of a community which can have but few counterparts
anywhere else in the world. It is British in every sense, going
about its business and minding it, maintaining the friendliest
relations with the Portuguese yet remaining apart from them,
going home at set times in years of peace, sending its boys to the
same schools, and, generation after generation, recruiting its own
kind ; a self-contained, efficient and hard-working colony which
has been unique in the Peninsula since the days of Queen Anne.
The river, overlooking which the shippers have their houses and
gardens, typifies as strongly the physical delineation of northern
Portugal. It rises in Spain nearly five hundred miles away from
the sand-bar at its mouth, which with the rapids and inundations
make its lower courses extremely difficult for navigation. The
Douro's source is in the Pico de Urbion, south of the Sierra de la
Demanda, nearly 8,000 feet above sea-level. It then crosses the
Castilian plateau in a westerly direction, finally reaching the
Atlantic at Sao Joao de Foz, just three miles below Oporto. The
port-wine district is the Alto Douro, a region alongside the river
some forty miles long and ten miles wide, of mountains and gorges,
terraced vineyards, olive groves, the big quintas of the growers
and small white-washed towns and villages. Thereabouts the
river falls from gorge to gorge, cascading through scenery that is
both wild and magnificent, until it reaches the quiet country above
Oporto. The summers are intensely hot, the air thin, the winters
cold and wet. It is against this background of tier upon tier of
stone-walled terraces, so built to keep in place the clay-schist,
granite-like soil, extremes of climate, almost bacchanalian harvesting
and a river which seems to rise in the clouds, that the wine-shippers
have gone about their business for over two hundred and fifty
years, year in and year out : son following father, buying, blending,
racking, storing, tasting and shipping, essentially British in thek
outlook and way of life yet as much a part of the river and Oporto
as Oporto is traditionally Portugal's " City of Labour " and source
of national inspiration. Some of them have learned to grow their
own wines and for generations have taken part in the age-old
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